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1. Introduction

Small-sca le fisheries account for a vast majority of fisheries globally.

Their

overexploitation threa tens coastal environments, including the people living there,
throughout the world (Basurto, 2008).

Finding productive alternatives to

unsustainable levels of fishing is a necessary part of curbing this probl em.
Ecotourism has offered such an alternative to coastal co mmunities, and there are
already so me success ful examples of community-managed ecotourism groups in
Mexico. Beyond providing a source of income for co mmunity members, these
programs also facilitate environmental education, thus fostering local community
involvement in conservation goals.

This study focuses on ecotourism programs that have bee n started in three towns
along the Yucatan coast of Mexico. Thi s is a preliminary s tudy that was conducted
to evaluate the extent to which these programs are functioning, thus far, in terms of
two different, but related, capacities: As a productive alternative and as loci of
environmental education. Although there are fishers who have moved partially or
completely away from fishing to work in ecotourism, this number of people
employed by ecotourism is limited and environmental education is not an integral
part of these three programs. Future efforts should focu s on facilitating the growth
of these programs and strengthening, through ed ucation, the connection between
their economic goals as a productive activity and conservation goals as an
alternative to fishing.
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1.1. Fisheries, Coastal Resources, and the Gulf of Mexico

In Mexico, 15 millio n peopl e live in coastal states, an indi cator of the im portance of
coastal ecosyste ms for the country (Bas urto, 2008). Six of the 31 Mexican States
bord er the Gulf of Mexico. With its diverse habitats including mangrove forests, sea
grass beds, coral reefs, and river deltas, the Gulf has pa rticular biol ogical and
economi c importa nce to Mexico. For the bordering states, more tha n 80% of
economic activiti es, including fisheri es, oil, gas, and petrochemical indu stries,
marine transportation, agriculture, cattle ranching, and to uris m, are re lated to the
Gulf of Mexico (Sa nchez-Gil et aJ., 2004). In 2001, t he Gulf of Mexico was respo nsible
for 259,156 megato ns of fisheries resources landings (Adams et a!, 2004). 3200
kilometers of Mexican coastline b oarder the Gul f of Mexico (although this includes
Caribbea n littoral) a nd more tha n 40% of the country is covered by its dra in age
system (Yanez-Arancibia et al., 20 04).

The Gulf of Mexico is threatened by ha bitat alteration, p ollution, a nd uns ustainable
exploitation of living resources, among other factors (Yanez-Arancib ia et al., 2004).
This condition has special s ignificance for the sta te of Yucatan. Located e ntirely
along the Gulf of Mexico, the coastal zon e of Yucatan has a total population of
87

3,733 inhabita nts, divided among 25 municipaliti es. In the state, the two most

important productive activities are fishing and tourism (Sanch ez-Gil et al., 2004)
and the Gulf is of extre me importance, economically, to t he e ntire r egion (Herrera-
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Silveira et a l., 2004).

Migration to the coast after a number of eco logica l and

agricultural crises caused rapid population growth in coastal comm uniti es and thus
in creased pressu re on t he natural environment (Batllori-Sampedro & Febles- Patron,
2009). The most recent migration to coastal ar eas coincided with the decline of t he
agricultu ra l industry of henequen plant, a member of the agave family used for
producing twine a nd cord and w hose eco nomic pote ntia l was realized by Spa nis h
colonists beginning in the 1880s (Stafford, 1994). This migration, w hich took place
throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, was e ncou raged by the State Gove rnment
in order to alleviate the resulting unemployment (Garda-Frapolli et al., 20 09;
Batllori-Sampedro & Febles-Patron, 2009). Since that period, the quality of coasta l
an d marine ecosystems and the state of Gulf of Mexico Fis heries have seen a serious
decline that has co ntinued into the 2000s (Sanchez-Gi l et al., 2004 & BatlloriSampedro & Febles-Patron, 2009).

1.2. Environmental Regulations and Protected Areas

Numerous regulations pertaining to t he use of ecosystems and t heir natural
resources have been implemented in Yucatan as a res ult of threats to coastal
resources. The state gove rnm ent of Yucatan enforces restrictions on the abstraction
of many economi cally important marine s pecies during part of the year. Closures
for species of grouper and one species of octopus from the 15th of February to th e

lSth of March a nd from the 1st of January to t he 31st of July, r espectively
(CONAPESCA, 20 07), constitute serious econom ic losses to local communities in
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some instances because these are import~nt species for small-scale fishers in
Yucatan.

Creating Natural Protected Areas (NPAs) is also a widely used strategy for
protecting habitat and natural resources in Mexico. NPAs occupy more than 10% of
the country (Garcfa-Frapolli et al., 2009). Two NPAs, The Dzilam State Reserve and
Rfa Celestun Biosphere Reserve, occupy coastal areas of Yucatan. The Rfa Celesrun
Biosphere Reserve was first declared a w ildlife r efuge in 1979 in order to protect
populations of Greater Flamingos that are com mon to the a rea. In 2004, it was
reclassified under its current name.

The Federal Government establ is hed the

reserve without th e input of the loca l comm unities living there.

Efforts for

biological conservation in the area included bans on fishing of shrimp, crab, and fi s h
species in the lagoon, activities that had once constitued an important source of
income for many families in the area (Garcfa -Frapolli et al., 2009). The Dzilam State
Reserve was established in 1989 by the loca l government, rather than the federal
government (Aquilar-Perrera et al., 2009), but involved similar disregard for local
communities.

Environmental regulations and regulations resulting from the creation of Natural
Protected Areas in Mexico have historically created tension with local communities
in Mexico (Batllori-Sampedro & Febles Patron, 2009; Bryand, 2007; Ellis & Porter-

Bolland, 2004; Garcia Frapolli & Ayala-Orozco, 2007; Cardenas-Torres et al., 2007;

D ·I
ames, 2002; Foucat, 2002; Honey-Roses, 2009; Lopez-Esp in osa de Los Monteros,
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oo2; Mathews, 2009; Smarden & Faust, 2006). Natura l resources manageme n t has

historically bee n highly centralized, failing to take into account the needs, beli efs,
values, and perspectives of local commu niti es in the conservation process (GarciaFrapolli et al., 2009). For this reaso n, loca l people often have a negative perception
of authorities, making enforcement difficult.

Furthermore, important local

knowledge concerning the environment and its natural resources is often lost
(Batllori-Sempedro & Febles Patron, 2009).

1.3. Responses to Environmental Regulations
The governm ent, various organizations, and communities have dealt with the
problem of lost income clue to the implementation of regulatio ns on natural
resources use in differ ent ways. For exa mple, in response to the ban on fishing of
grouper between February 15th a nd March 15th, the state governme nt of Yucatan
implemented a Stat e Program of Temporary Employmen t for Fishers during the
Grouper closure. The program provides payment for various activities that
fisherman can perform during the m onth when they ca nnot fish grouper. The work
that the fis hermen can ta ke part in to receive the payments includ es t hings such as
cleaning beaches, covered ports, roads, schools, and dumps and pa inting schools
and public buildings, among other activiti es (Diario Oficial del Gobi erno del Estado
de Yucatan, 2007, 1).

This is a s h a II ow solutiOn,
.
however, a nd does not have address the root of the
problem.

The development of more permanent and self-sustaining a lte rnative
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productive activities is necessary for the success of conservation initiatives
dependent on reduction of abstractive resource use (Garcfa-Frapolli et al., 2009).

t.4. Ecotourism as an Alternative to Fishing

Ecotourism is an option for partial a lleviation of the problems that result when new
restrictions on the use of natural resources and the creation of NPAs affect the
livelihood of local communities that have historically depended on the exploitation
of those resources (SGP: El Programa de Pequefias Donaciones (PPD), FMAMMexico, 2009). Globally, ecotourism is the fastest growing sector of the tourism
industry, and much of this growth is associated with travel to nee-tropical co untries
such as Mexico (Batllori-Sampedro & Febles-Patron, 2009) . In fact, 46% of tourists
to Costa Rica, Ecuador, Belize, and Mexico reported visits to Natural Protected Areas
as their main reason for traveling to the countries (Galicia & Bald assarre, 1997). In
Mexico, there are a number of examples of this type of productive tra nsition to
ecotourism. Ventanill a, Oaxaca, Mexico represents an especially s uccessful case,
where ecotourism took root as an important economic activity after sea turtle
hunting was banned in 1992. Previous to its regu lation, exploitation of this resource
was the primary source of food and income for communities in the area. Currently,
ecotourism represents the main source of income for 50% of the families (Foucat,
2002).
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Ecotourism in genera l is distinguish ed from trad itional tourism as having a reduced
impact on th e natural enviro nm ent. In fact, co nservation of natural resou rces a nd
biodiversity as we ll as the promot ion of th e welfare o f loca l communities and
culture are characte ristics cited in most definitions of ecotouris m (Foucat, 2002).
The title "community-based ecotouris m" orients ecotourism within the framework
of other managem ent practices designed to integrate rural comm u n it ies in resou r ce
management initia ti ves. Although th e r e is littl e difference between ecotourism and
community-based ecotour ism, the latter highlights ecoto urism's role in practices
such as Integra ted Coastal Ma nageme nt and Community Management, wh ich

involve collaboration between govern ment, organ izations, and communities
(Foucat, 2002).

1.5. Ecotourism and Conservation

Ecotourism programs in Mexico which have had s u ccess in terms of the criteria
stated above have done so not only because they provide sustainable economic
activities for the local community, but also b ecause educat ion about local
environmental issues and th e use of natural resou rces w ithin the progra ms
reiterates the rationale behind the need for s uch productive transition.

In

Ventanilla, Oaxaca, Mexico, Foucat (2002) found th at members of the ecotourism
cooperative were more aware tha n non-members about various environ me ntal
pressures of the area and that a large portion of members t hought that w ild life
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conservation and environme ntal education were the ma in benefits of ecoto uris m. In
Bahia de Los Angeles, Mexico, the ecotouris m program that allows tourists to
observe whale sha rks has successfully in corpora ted the co nse rvati on aspect of
ecotourism as a complement to t he purpose of providing alternative productive
activities within th e comm uni ty. Concern ed members of the p rograms req uested
that stud ies be carried out to assess th e s tatus of the w hale shark populations
(Rodrfguez-Dowde ll et al., 20 07). Tour ope rators participated in co llaboration with
researchers. Th e studies resulted in a new body of knowledge about the w hale
sharks and led to th e development of a code of co ndu ct to prevent harm to the
animals during interaction with touri sts (Cardenas-To rres e t a l., 2007). Exemplified
In these two cases, in order for the conservation aspect of ecotourism to be tr uly
successful, community members invo lved in ecotouris m need to be able to act
according to principles of stewa rds hip as well as develop a certa in level of
knowledge about loca l natural reso urces.

Ecotourism programs functionin g in the capaciti es discussed above (as alte rnative
productive activiti es a nd as ed ucational loci) ar e an integral part of the broader
systems that dictate the local environmentaL social, and hi storical context of coastal
ecosystems conservation. Th erefore, it is imp ortant to co ns ide r the roles of local
communities, governmental institutions, as well as nongovernmental organizations

and intergovernmental organizations in their cu rre nt roles as well as thei r historical

roles in conserva tion as they pertain to the d evelopment of ecotourisrn programs.
While the

.
re are exa mples of s uccessful ecoto uns m programs, th ey may not be
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appropriate in all situations. According to these considerations, special attention is
paid to socia l and institutional aspects of each study site.

2. Study Sites
Chuburna is a village located in the municipa lity of Progreso, 15 km west of t he Port
of Progresso. It is found within th e following geographical limits: to the south, 21 o
14' 14" N, to the north, 21 o 15' 20" N, to the west, 89° 52' 13" E and to the east 89°
47' 40" E. Chuburna has a population of 1,720, (INEGI, 2005). Its inhabitants rely
almost exclusively on fishing for subsistence. In recent years, however, other
activities such as harvesting bait from the lagoon, work in co nstruction, and work in
restaurants have served as supplements to fishing during the summe r months and
times when fishing of certain species s uch as octopus an d grouper is prohibited
(Barbosa & Villanueva-Poot, 2004).

Dzilam de Bravo is located in the municipality Dzilam de Bravo on t he central Gulf of
Mexico coast, at 21 o 26' North and 88° 42' West (Vida l et. al., 2008), a nd is t he
Western-most of the three study sites. Dzilam de Bravo has a population of 2,248
people (INEGJ, 2005), and is characterized by low population d ensity, m aking it a
relatively pristine area. Inhabita nts work primarily as fish ermen and in season al
agriculture, and the leve l of tourism in the a rea is cons idered to be moderate
(ArandaCireroi et al., 2006). Dzil am de Bravo is located within th e Dzilam State
Reserve, Which wa s established by the local governm ent in 1989.
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Celestun, located on the Northwest coast of the Yucatan Peninsula, is by far th e
largest of the three study s ites, with a population of 6,243 (!NEG !, 2005).

Like

Dzi lam de Bravo, it is located in a reserve. The Special Biosphere Reserve in which it
is located, unl ike t he Dzi lam State Reserve, was designated by the Mexican Federal
Government. It was founded in 1979, mainly as a protected area because it is the
principle no n-breed ing site for American Flami ngos in the state of Yucatan. fis hing,
again, along with aquacu lture are the main economic activiti es in the area, although
government and non-governmental organizations have made efforts to develop a
greater diversity of local productive activities and encourage more sustai nable
natural reso urce use (Garcia-Frapolli et. al., 2009).
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Map of the Yucatan Coast: Celestun (1), Chuburna (6), Dzilam de Bravo (11)
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3. Data Collection
This study entailed 65 structured interviews with fishermen and members of
ecotourism collectives and associations. These interviews were carried out in three
different coastal communities a long the Gu lf of Mexico Coast of the state of Yucatan.
The structured interview included open- and closed-ended questions.

The first

portion of the survey pertained to the respondents' history as a fisherman andjor in
ecotourism, participation in temporary emp loyment programs offered by the state
government, and attitudes toward ecotourism and the current state of fishing as a
productive activity.

A seco nd portion involved questions about respondents'

knowledge of and opi nions of environmental problems in the area of study.
Only male fishermen and members of ecotourism collectives between t he ages of 18
and 65 we re interviewed. Fishermen were recruited in the main fi shing ports of
each study site in the morning as they were preparing to leave for the days' fishing
or in the evening as they were returning. Members of ecotourism coJ!ectives were
approached at the l ocation of each ecotourism program in the s tudy sites.

In

Chuburna, however, it was only possible to encounter members of the ecotourism
collective during the times when they were workin g as fishermen, because the
program is not operated out of the established building with any consistency.
Selection for participation of both fishermen and ecotourism workers was based on
the participants' presence at the site during the time research was being conducted

and their availab ility. Some fishermen indicate d they were too busy to take part in

the stud

y, and therefore were excluded.
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Other fishermen who expressed

apprehens ion toward a nsweri ng any questions in fro nt of their "bosses" were a lso
excluded.
Participants were inte rviewed indi vidu ally w hen ever poss ible in order to e licit
responses that were not influe nced by those of o thers, beca use as Ka plowitz &
Hoehn (2001) indicate, gro up res ponses a nd in d ividua l respo nses pro du ce differe nt
Information about p erce ption of natu ra l r eso urces and the environme nt.

It was

often difficult, however, given t he informa l circumsta nces under w hi ch th e
Interviews were co ndu ct ed, to se pa ra te each par ticipa nt.

As a res ult, in so m e

Instances it was necessa ry to interview two pa rticipants s imultan eous ly in o rde r not
to discount any respon ses.
Interviews were given in Sp a nis h, as it is th e o nly la nguage th a t the pa rt icipants
were able to s peak with a s uffici ent d egree of flu ency. Spanish is no t th e firs t
language of the resear cher so a ll in terviews wer e a udio-recor ded.

Furth erm ore,

respondents wer e as ked t o an swer each qu estio n co ncisely . It is p ossibl e that
difficulties in language comprehens ion o n th e part of the researcher r esulted in
some misinterpre tations of res po nses, a lth ough this effect was prob ably quite
minimal.

This study was origina lly d es igned t o b e a quantitative a na lysis of self-r eport ed
information by fi she rs and members of ecot ouris m cooper a tives. The re fore, only
quantitative dat a is r eported in th e r es ults section. Due to the s mall size of the
sample, and the non- response rate for ce rtain survey item s, all data s ho uld be
regarded With cautio
· n. The fr eque ncies and cross ta b u 1a tt·ons a re 111
· d tea
· t'wns o f
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trends and conditions that should be the subject of further study in order to be
conclusive. Individual responses from structured interviews and semi-structured
conversations as well as other observations are provided in the discussion sectio n
to further illuminate contextual information and provide s up po rt for quantitative
data.

4. Survey Results
4.1. Status of ecotourism as an alternative productive activity
Represented in Table 1, every respondent who currently worked in ecotourism was
previously or currently a fis herman.

Responses s how that ecotourism is a relatively n ew productive activity compared to
fishing in the three study sites.

Tabl e 2 indicates t hat just under 40% of

respondents said they had worked as fishermen for over 20 years and that only
about 28% had worked as fishermen for 10 or fewer years. Age of respondents was
not measured. Table 3 shows the number of years respondents spent working in
ecotourism. All except for one responde nt had worked in eco tourism for 10 or
fewer years and none had worked in ecoto uri sm for more than 20 years.
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Table 1. Ecotourism with fishing as a previous productive activity
Have you ever workell dS a fisherman? · Have you ever worke d in ecotounsrn ? Cr osst allulation
H.~·.;,::.

vou t-v.;;or ·.;.;orked

111 P(

otour r·:.rrY'
\·e:.

r·.Jo
Havl? VOIJ

>:·,,~, W(ll ~. .-(J

a lr<,ll~rrll -rl('

·,·es

Count
% I.·Vrti rtn

Have- vou ,::.ve-r

'NOII<E'd m ecotourrsrrr -:>

1DO

Count

Total

% V·!ltlr rn H::r·il? vou ever

v·.torked rn NiJtoun·;rn·)

Tnt:tl

:.::

I ....:o

0 '~\·,

100 0'\.

52

1.::

100 0% I

I 1)(1 0%

Table 2. Number of years spent working as fishermen
For how long have you worked as a fisherman?

Valid

Missing
~otal

1-10 Years
11-20 Years
21-30 Years
31-40 Years
41-50 Years
51-60 Years
Total
System

Frequency
18
21
17
6
1
1
64
3
67

Percent
26.9
31 .3
25.4
9.0
1.5
1.5
95.5
4.5
100.0
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Valid Percent
28.1
32.8
26.6
9.4
1.6
1.6
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
28.1
60.9
87.5
96.9
98.4
100.0

r,5
1

ou o·x.
55

100

0~.\

Table 3. Number of years spent working in ecotourism

For 11ow lonu have you worked in ecotourisrn ?

Frequt:ro(\'
V<il roJ

I - I 0 ·,· >? ,·w:.

1 1-20
Mr ssrn9
Total

'o'e.:t r ~.

Pero:e rot

V:otl rd Percen t
CrO •j

10

14 ·:t

I

I :;

91
I 00 0

Total

II

I f. 4

::::v ·; t ~rn

:.6

83 6
I (I (I 0

67

•.: urnulatr·il?
P.:-rcent

90 9
I 00 (I

Whil e at least som e respon ses from all three sites indi cated employment from
ecotouris m, there were diffe rences between sites in the amount of time spent
working in ecotourism during one year. In Chuburm1, the only site not situated
within a NPA, every respondent who wo rked in ecotourism were s till working as a
fi sher either pa rt-tim e or full-time. In contrast, in the sites loca ted in NPAs, more
than 70% of respondents working ecotourism no longer fi shed at all (Table 4 ).
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Table 5. Rational for non-participation in ecotourism

Why have you never worked in ecotourism? (1)

Frequen cy
Valid

Missing
Total

Ecotourism is done
by a seperate or
exclusive group
I have not had the
op portunity to work
in ecotourism
Other
Total
System

Percent

Valid Percent

Cumul ative
Percent

18

26.9

45.0

45 .0

11

16.4

27 .5

72 .5

11
40
27
67

16.4
59.7
40.3
100.0

27.5
100.0

100.0

Most respondents sai d that earn ing money fi sh ing had recently become more
difficult. Only two indicated that economic productivi ty of fishing was th e same as it
had been in the past, (Table 6). When they were asked what the declin e of economic
viability of fishing as a productive activity could be attributed to, most respondents
thought it was eith er because their were fewer fis h, more fishermen, or that the
fi shery was overexploited, (Table 7).
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Table 6.
Is it more difficult, currently, to earn as much money fishing as it was in the
past?

Valid

Missing
Total

No
Yes
Total
System

Freq uency_
2
33
35
32
67

-

Percent
3.0
49.3
52.2
47.8
100.0
-

Cumulative
Perce nt
5.7
100.0

Va lid Percent
57
94 .3
100.0

L_

-

-

Tabl e 7.
Why is it currently more difficult to earn as much money fishing? (1)

Valid

Missing
Total

The re are fewer fish
Th ere are more
fish ermen
The prices for fish are
lower
Co sts are too high
Pollution
The fi sh are overexplo ited
Other
Total
System
-

Frequ ency
12

Pe rcent
17.9

Valid Pe rcent
44 .4

Cu mulative
Pe rcent
44 .4

3

4.5

11 .1

55.6

3

4.5

11..,

66.7

2
1
4
2
27
40
67
-

3.0
1.5
6.0
3.0
40.3
59.7
100 .0

7.4
3.7
14.8
7.4
100 .0

74 .1
77.8
92.6
100.0

.____
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The s tate program for temporary employ ment for fi shermen during the month of
groupe r fisherm en was w id ely popula r.

More th an 85% of respondents had

participated in the program at least once (Table 8).

Table 8.
Have you ever participated in the state program for temporary employment
for fishermen?
Frequency
Va lid

Missing
Total

Valid Percent
13.3

Cumulative
Percent
13.3

100.0

8

Percent
11.9

Yes

52

77.6

86.7

Total

60

89.6

100.0

7

10.4

67

100.0

No

Syste m

4.2. Ecotourism and the Awareness of Environmental Issues
Wh en questioned about environm ental probl ems relevant to the ar ea in which each
respond ent was loca ted, only a bout 70% of respond ents believed there was a ny
environme ntal problem in the area at all (Table 9).

Among the environmental

probl e ms me ntioned were tras h, other forms of pollution, red tide and w eather
phenomena among a few oth ers, tras h and weather phenomena making up a
majority of responses. Only one res pondent saw reduction in fish populations as an
environmental proble m (Table 10).

..
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Table 9.
Are there any environmental problems here?

Valid

No
Yes
Total
System

Missing
Total

Frequen cy
18
45
63
4
67

Percent
26 .9
67 .2
94 .0
6.0
'100.0

Valid Percent
28.6
71.4
100.0

Cumu lative
Percent
28.6
100.0

Table 10.
What is the most imp ortant environmental problem here? (1)

Valid

Trash
Po llution (excluding trash)
Weather phenomena
Red tide
Reduction in fish
populations
Other
Total
System

Missing
Total
.

-

Frequency
20
4
11
5

Percent
29.9
6.0
16.4
7.5

Valid Percent
42 .6
8.5
23.4
10.6

Cumulative
Percent
42.6
51.1
74.5
85.1

1

1.5

2.1

87.2

6
47
20
67

9.0
70.1
29.9
100.0

12.8
100.0

100.0

In terms of knowledge of environmental problems, there were no s ignifica nt
differences between respondents who worked in ecoto urism and those who didn't
(Table 11 and Table 13). There was also no significant difference in this respect
between respondents within NPAs and those from Chuburna (Table 12).
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Table 11.
Are there any environmental problems here? * Have you ever worked in ecotourism?
Crosstabulation

Are there any
environmental
problems here?

No

Yes

Total

Count
%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?
Count
%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?
Count
%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?

Have you ever worked
in ecotourism?
No
Yes
4
'14

Total
18

292%

26.7%

28.6%

34

11

45

70.8%

733%

71.4%

48

15

63

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Chi-Square Tests

Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity Correction"
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's Exact Test
Lin ear-by-Linear
Association
N ofValid Cases

Value
.035°
.000
.035

.034

df
1
1

1

Asymp Sig.
J2-sidecJ}
.852
1.000
.851

1

Exact Sig.
(2-sided)

Exa ct Sig.
J1-sidedl

1.000

.565

.853

63

a. Computed only for a 2x2 table
b. 1 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 4.
29.

. L

21

l

Ta ble 12.
Wh at is t he most impo rtant env iro nm ent al p ro blem h er e? (1) * Pr otect ed Status Cr osstabulation
Protected Status
What is th e
most impo rtant
env ironmental
problem here?
(1)

Not protected
13

Count

Trash

%with in Protected Status
Pollution (excluding trash)

Count

1

%within Protected Status
Weather phenomena

Count
%within Protected Status
Count

Red tide

%within Protected Status
Reduction in fish
populations

Count

Other

Count

%within Protected Status
%within Protected Status
Cou nt

Total

%within Protected Status

Chi-Square Tests

Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear
Association
N of Valid Cases

Va lue
5.195a
5.603
.412

44.8%

5
5

Asymp. Sig.
(2-sided}
.393
.347

1

.521

df

47

a. 9 cells (75.0%) have expected co unt less than 5. The
minimum expected count is .38.
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3.4%

Protected
7
38.9%
3
'16.7%

Total
20
42 .6%
4
8.5%

7

4

11

24 .1%

22.2%

23.4%

2
6.9%

3
16.7%

10.6%

5

1

0

.,

3.4%

.0%

2.1%

5

1

6

17.2%

5.6%

12.8%

29

18

47

"100.0%

100.0%
-

100.0%

Table13.
Cross tab
Have you ever worked
in ecotourism?
Yes

No
What 1s the
most important
environmental
problem here?
(1)

Count

Trash

%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?
Pollution (excluding trash)

Count
%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?

Weather phenomena

Count
%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?
Count

Red tide

%within Have you ever
wo rked in ecotourism?
Reductio n in fish
populations

Count
%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?
Count

Other

%within Have yo u ever
worked in ecotourism?
Count

Total

%within Have you ever
worked in ecotourism?

Chi-Square Tests

Pearso n Chi-Squa re
Likelihood Ratio
Lin ear- by-Lin ear
Association
N ofValid Cases

'------

Value
7.555a
7.661
.790

5
5

Asymp. Sig.
(2-sided)
.182
.176

1

.374

df

47

a. 9 cells (75.0%) have expected count le ss than 5. The
minimum expected count is .28.

23

i
I
1

Total

'14

6

20

41.2%

46.2%

42.6%

1

3

4

2.9%

23.1%

8.5%

10

1

11

29.4%

7.7%

23.4%

3

2

5

8.8%

15.4%

10.6%

1

0

1

2.9%

.0%

2. 1%

5

1

6

14.7%

7.7%

12.8%

34

13

47

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

5. Discussion
This was a preliminary evaluatio n of eco tou rism programs in three towns along the
coast of Yucatan in terms of the ir success in providing an alternative productive
activity for fis hermen. As a second cri terion, the s tudy attempted to de term ine
whether, as is the case in other success ful ecotourism programs in Mex ico, the
program promoted a leve l ecological knowledge not fou nd in the gene ral population
and thus encouraged conservation measures o n the part of the participants from the
community. Th e discussion can therefore be sepa ra ted based on these two criteria.

5.1. Ecotourism as an Alternative Productive Activity
Because all members of ecotou ri sm co llectives in the towns were formerly, or are
currently fishermen, any ecoto urism activity does represent a shift away from
uns ustain abl e, abstractive fi s hing activity.

However, ecotou ri sm in Chuburna,

Celestun, and Dzilam de Bravo is qui te limited in te r ms of the size of the pro grams,
Celestun a nd Chuburna with on ly one coll ective each, and Dzilam de Bravo w ith
three. In Chuburna, according to two fishermen and one fishe rman who also was a
part of the ecotourism collective, the program consisted of 15 members at the time
of its foundation, and membership has decreased slightly since that time.

A

building, located at the fis hing port, was constr ucted to serve the purposes of t he
ecotourism collective. The building co nsists of two rooms and a bathroom. It was
appare ntly in disuse, howeve r, as it was consistently locked and wi th out an
atte ndant. Without any designated location, it was therefore difficult to e ncoun ter
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rn embers of the collective except by word of mouth, by chance, or w ith prev ious
knowledge of co ntact information for one of the members.
One year previous to unde rtak ing thi s study, I participated on a trip give n by the
Chuburna ecotourism collective. A pho ne number of th e memb er who took us o ut
on the excursion was given to my travel partners and me from a n acquai ntance. In
order to arrive at the port from Merida, the state capito l, we took a bu s to nearby
Puerto Progresso then took a s maller va n to Chuburna, where a member of the
ecotourism collective met us and drove us to the port. The excu rsion consisted of a
45-minute boat rid e, during which we were allowed to fis h. When we arrived at a
beach, there was a sma ll structure fo r shade. Activiti es there consisted of kayaking,
swimmin g, s norkeling, and bird watch ing. Kayaks were provided by th e program.
Hats with the name of the progra m "Ecoturis mo Chuburna" were ava il ab le at the
end ofthe day.
Ecotourism programs in Dzilam de Bravo and Celes tun were consid era bly better
outfitted. These programs operated out of well-equipped faci lities that provi ded a
clear location for p articipation by tourists.

In Dzi lam de bravo, the progra m

operated out of building w ith multiple bathrooms a nd a n attach ed restaurant.
There was also a n offi ce in the building for ad ministrative purposes. The program
also had vans for transportation of tourists and equipment. Hats and t-shirts with
t he name of the program, "Sayachuleb" were ava ilable as wel l. On any given day, 1015 tour operators could be found on site. The Celestun ecotourism program was by
far th e largest program. According to a guide, the coll ective employed around 50
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people, having g r own in size since its ince pti on. The building, with a paved pa rking
lot in fro nt, co ns isted o f a ti cket w indo w, m ult ipl e gi ft shops, a nd shops where
snacks a nd beverages were ava ila bl e for purchase.

Acco rding to the Globa l En vironm en tal Facil ity's Small Grants Program me website,
(SG P: El Progra m a de Pequ e fi as Do naciones ( PP Dl FMAM-Mexico. 2009), mor e
buildings tha n describ ed in t his s tudy exist fo r the ecotourism programs. These
build ings are s ituated so m e di sta nce away from the main location of the programs,
a nd th ere fore we re no t observed .

Limita ti ons of ecotouris m in the t owns to p rovide an al ternative to fi shing is evident
by the numbe r o f progra m s presen t in each town and the num ber of people from the
co mmuni ty e mpl oyed by the p rogra ms. Th e limi ted potential of these programs is
the result of two main facto rs. The first fa ct or is related to t he leve l of tourist
activity in th e tow ns a s it d irectly influences th e maximum capacity of these
programs . Th e seco nd is th e r ela tive difficulty r elated to s tarting a n ecotourism
progra m or joining a p rogra m after it has already been started. These issues are
discussed in greater d etail in the following secti ons .

5.1.1 Limitations of the Tourism Industry
Resear ch indicates to u r is m is a s ig nificant sector of the local economy, often listed
as one of the to p three in the regio n in gen era l a nd w it hin the study sites. In fact, in
Celestun, ecotouris m is considered th e ma in econom ic activity, with coastal fishing
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secondary (Ara ndaCirerol et al., 2006), although Batllori-Sampedro & Febles-Patron
(2009) assert that fishing is the main economic activity in the town. Tourism in
Dzilam de Bravo is considered to be "moderate," (ArandaCirerol et a l., 2006). While
data about eco nom ic activities s pecific to Chuburna are scarce, Batllori-Sampedro &
Febles- Patron (2009) men lion that in the nearby port tow n of Progresso, tourism is
among the top three industri es alongside maritime commerce a nd the textile
industry and that through time the tourism trend has been increasing, especially as
a result of the development of nationa l tourism from t he nea rby city of Merida, the
state's capital.

Despite the ap parent viabili ty of local and regional touris m indus tries, many
respondents indicated the lack of avai lability of tourists was a contributing factor to
the s tagnation of ecotourism programs. This information was given as a response to
t he survey qu estion, "In w hi ch employment is it possible to earn more, ecotouris m
or fishing?"

In Chuburna, som e fishermen as well as the two members of the

ecotourism coll ective intervi ewed respo nded that ecoto urism was better only when
tourists w ere present or that the absence of year-round touris t activity was the
reaso n that fishing was the activity in w hich it was possible to earn more money.
One participant sa id that july through August a nd Dece mber through March were
p eriods of nationa l and inte rnational tourism, r es pectively. In Dzilam de Bravo, two
respondents indi cated that ecotouris m was a more stable form of e mploy ment, a nd
therefore a preferable economic activity. A member of the ecotourism collective in
Ce lestun m ention ed tha t although me mbers of the collective had previously divided
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their time between fi s hing and ecotourism, th ey now worked almost exclus ively in
ecotourism.
The extent to which me mbe rs of eco tou rism co llectives had transitioned away from
fi shi ng to working in ecotourism in t he three towns is also evident fr om the
responses indi cating time spent during a year worki ng in ecotouris m. In Chubu rna,
where individual responses indicated unreliability of income in ecoto uris m due to
lack of tourists, the tran sition away from fi shi ng was in co mplete. In fact, none of t he
members of th e ecotourism collective operated excu rsions more t han part time. In
the other two towns, where th ere were fewer pro blems w ith tourism flow, a higher
percentage of ecotouris m members wo rked full time givi ng tours.

This seems to

indicate, contrary to tourism be ing repo rted as a major econom ic activi ty, that it is
in fact a limitin g factor of ecotourism's application as a productive activity in at least
one of the towns.

5.1.2. Barriers to Ecotourism
Beyond limitations with in the tourism industry, major barriers exist in the process
of forming an ecoto urism collective and in joining one that has already been
implem e nted.

That the majority of fishermen viewed ecotourism groups as

exclusive or said that th ey had never had the opportunity to join one is evidence of
the exclusivity of the groups.

Responses to "Why have you neve r wor ked in

ecotourism," included comments s uch as "I have never been invited join," "[The
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ecotourism group] is a different group and th ey do not accept us," and "They asked
me when they s tarted and I said no. Now it is too late to join."

The ge nera l attitud e was that if a fishe r d id not participate in the creation of the
ecotourism collective, then he s hould not be a llowed to reap the bene fi ts. This may
be partially due to the amount of difficult faced in starting such a program. Du ring
an informal interview, an employee at the Secretary o f the Environment and Ru ral
Development described t he process as quite difficult. During fo rmati on, ecotourism
coll ectives a r e s ubje ct to both state and federal jurisd iction. As a resu lt, there are
many fo rm s that mu st b e comp leted a nd permits tha t must be granted in order to
obtain funding, establish a location for opera tion, and obtain other types of
ass ist ance.

The process requires a level of education that has often no t been

atta ined by fi shers in the towns . Furthermore, the state government feels that a
certain degree of oversight is necessary after funding is gi ven to the developing
coll ecti ve based on passed experiences in w hich funding was misused and is thus
not always able to devote the tim e needed for each group that app lies to start an
ecotourism collective.

5.2 Ecotourism, Ecological Knowledge, and Conservation.
While th ere are examples in coastal areas of Mexico of conservation and
environmenta l education taking p la ce as a resu lt of ecotourism operations - and th is
relationship is a ch a racteristic of ecotourism by definition according to most
literature - it does not seem to be the case in th e towns included in this study. A
29

sign ifi cant number of respondents did not believe there to be any environmental
problem in their town. Further, members of ecotourism collectives were just as
likely to say there was no environme ntal problem as were fishers and there was no
significant difference between types of environmental problems identified by
ecotouris m members and those named by fishermen who had never worked in
ecotouris m, in dicating that membership in an ecotourism group has not resulted in
greater knowledge of environmental problems.
Catego ri zation of th e problem of overfishing and decreased production in fi sh ing
further highlights a lack of the knowledge of enviro nmental problems. While most
fi she rm en and members of ecotourism groups said decreasing fish populations,
increasing fisher populations, or both were the cause of decline in the econom ic
vitality of the fishing industry, almost no respondents mentioned these issues as
enviro nm ental problems in their areas.

This gap in conceptualization of the

relationship betwee n the natural environment and productive activities indi cates
that ecotou rism may be just that - an alternative economic activity as equally
unrelated to conservation as fis hing. While a simple shift away from fishing would
no doubt be beneficial to efforts to conserve coastal resources, such as important
fishes and marine species, a deeper understanding of the symptoms and causes of
an endangered fis hery is necessary for the type of conservation to take place that
has bee n seen in other ecotourism programs in Mexico.
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5.3. The Role of Government and Non-Governmental Organizations
Top down decision-making for e nvironmental regulations has been the norm in
Mexico until recently. This model still influ e nces the way that local communities in
Chuburna, Dzilam de Bravo, a nd Ce lestun pe rceive and react to conservation
initiatives and th e economic consequences of new r egulations. There is curren tly a
much higher participation rate in government programs d es igned to deal with
econom ic losses due to regulations on resource uses than community-managed and
developed programs such as ecotourism. When asked, "What should be done to
resolve the most important environmental problem in the area?" responses very
commonly s uggested that some so rt of action be taken by authorities or
government. Res ponses stateme nts such as, "There needs to be another program of
temporary employment/' as a so lution to bad weather and red tide and "[There
needs to be] more vigilance from authorities/' as a solution to the abund ance of
trash. Very few responses suggested participation or self-organization w ithin the
community. One respond e nt did suggest "Another ecotourism should be formed/'
but this type of res ponse was r are.
Recently, howeve r, Non-Governmental Organizations and Inter-Governmental
Organizations have attempted to partially alleviate th e problems centralized
d ecision-making has caused and offer s upport to community-based initiatives such
as ecotourism. The Global Environmental Facility (GEF)'s Small Grant Programme
provides some funding and oversight of th e community-managed ecotourism
progra ms studi ed in this research.

The World Bank, the United Nations
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Development Programme (UNDP), a nd the United Nations Environment Progra mme
established the GEF as part of the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED). Ultimate ly, it was developed to satisfy the ne eds of Agenda
21, which aims to protect the world's natural reso urces while integrating the nee ds
and abilities of indigeno us and poor communities a ffe cted by th e ir use, (Park, 2007).

The Small Grants Programme of the GEF provides funding t o non-governmental and
grassroots organizations in developing countries a nd focuses on four specific
environmental themes:

conservation of b iodi versity, protection of international

waters, reduction of climate change, reduction of the use of persis tent organic
pollutants, a nd prevention of s oil degradation. The limi t of funding for a ny single
project is $50,000 (USD) and the average funding per proj ect is $20,000 (USD).
Mexico, due to its global environmen tal importance, was the first regional
installation of the SGP and the state of Yucatan has be en home to the bulk of the
programs. (SGP: El Programa de Pequenas Donaciones (PPD), FMAM-Mexico, 2009).
The Small Grants Programme is res ponsible for at least partial planning and funding
of the ecotourism programs in all three towns.

The group Pronatura Peninsula de Yucatan (PPY) has a lso been active in promoting
education, alternative productive activities, the production of scientific data about
the

natural

environm ent,

and

developing

lines

of communication

within

communities and between local communities and authorities in the region,
especially in Celestun. In the program's "Design of the Program of Environmental
Education" published in 2001, the importance of environmental education is
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stressed throughout many different sectors of the commu nity: Ecoto

.
unsm,

community growth, fishing, flagship species, hydrology and mangrove manage

ment.

The Small Grants Programme and PPY is not an exhaustive list of IGOs and NGOs
active in the region. They are simply the most relevent to the subject of ecoto
and full discuss ion of activity of NGOs and IGOs in the area is beyond the sc

.
unsm,
ope of

this study.

6. Conclusion
The sma ll number of intervi ews conducted limited this study's ability t d
o raw
conclusio ns about the state of ecotourism programs in Yucatan

M .
ex1co.

'

Furthermore, a ge neral lack of literature and information about the study
communities and the ecotourism groups made gaining a proper backgrou nd
understanding difficult, going into the study. However, the resu lts of this study
illuminate some of the major problems ecotourism in coastal Yucatan f
becoming a n alternative productive activity for a sign ificant amoun t of fish

aces

.

111

ers. 1n

order to employ more people, ecotourism should attempt to broaden its reach by
eliminating certa in beaurucratic and social barriers involved in creating 01• J...
ommg a
co-operative.

Local government and NGOs can play an important role .

111

h'

t IS

process, given their current involvement in environmental-social-lega l dynamics of
the area. The ecotourism programs studied have unfulfilled potential to PI' .d
OVI

focal point for developing knowledge of the ecological problems faced by the

ea

coasta1

communities of t he region. This is already a goal of NGOs in the area, and should
continue to be developed in the future. Future study should focus on individual
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town s, as each has an important co ntextual id e ntity that influen ces loca l potentials
and limits.
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7. Appendix: Survey Questions
1. Have you ever wo rked as a fis herman ?
2. If responden t has worked as a fis he rman: For ho w ma ny years have you
worked as a fi sherma n?
3. Have you ever worked in ecotouris m?
4. If res pondent has worked in ecotouris m: For how ma ny yea rs ha ve you
worked in ecoto uri sm
5. If res pondent has wo rked in both fi s hing and ecotourism: How ma ny months
out of the yea r do you work in fi s hing?
6. If res pondent ha s w orked in both fi shing and ecotouris m: How many mon ths
out of the y ea r do you w ork in ecotourism?
7. If res pondent has neve r w orked in ecotourism: Why have you never worked
in eco tou ris m?
8. Have y ou ever parti cipated in th e State Prog ra m of Seasonal Employment for
Fisherman ?
9. If respondent has participated in th e State Program of Seasonal Employment
for Fis herman: For how many yea rs have y ou participa ted in thi s program?
10. For a ll res ponden ts: In w hich profess ion is it possible to ea rn more mon ey in ecotou ris m or in fi shing?
11. If Respon de nt has indi cated a profession in whi ch it is poss ible to earn more
money tha n the oth er: Why is it poss ible to ea rn more money in [indicated
profession]
12. If respond ent has worked as a fi s he rma n: Are there limits to the size of fi sh
tha t you ca n ta ke from th e wa te r?
13. If respond ent is aw are of limi ts to the sizes of fi sh he is allowed to take from
the water: What a re th ese limits?
14. If respond ent is aw are of limits to the sizes of fi sh he is allowed to take from
the water: Are there peopJe who violate these limits?
15. If respondent is aw are of the existen ce of people violate limits to th e size of
fish they a re allowed to take from th e water: What happ ens with these
p eopl e who viol at e th e limits to size of the fi sh they are allowed to take from
the water?
16. If res pondent has worked as fi shermen: Is it more difficult now tha n in the
past to ea rn as mu ch working as a fi s herman?
17. If res pond ent indi cat es it is more difficult now th an in the past to earn as
much w orking as a fi sherm an : Why?
18. Are th ere a ny environm enta l probl ems here?
19. If respondent beli eves th ere are environmental problems: What is the mos t
important environm ental probl em he re?
20. If responde nt be li eves there are environm ental problems: Is it important to
resolve this proble m?
21. If responden t beli eves it is importa nt to res olve the environm ental probl em:
Why is it important to res olve thi s environmentaJ problem?
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